Third molar periodontal pathology and caries in senior adults.
This study was designed to assess the prevalence at enrollment and incidence over 36 months of periodontal pathology and caries affecting third molars in a community-based study of people over the age of 65 years in North Carolina. A sub-sample of 818 subjects with dental examinations taken from the Piedmont 65+ Study was available for analysis. All visible teeth were examined. Periodontal probing (PD) measures were taken at 2 sites, mesiobuccal and buccal/facial. Clinical data on caries experience were collected by visual-tactile examination. At enrollment, 342 subjects had at least 1 visible third molar that could be examined. PD measures were available for 276 of these same subjects. The significance of comparisons between third molars and nonthird molars were determined by chi(2) tests and the statistical significance was set at .05. Most of the 342 subjects with at least 1 visible third molar were female (57%) or African American (63%). Mean age was 73 years (SD 5.5 years). Of the 197 subjects with caries experience, third molars were affected in 49% of subjects, less than the 87% in nonthird molars. Third molar caries experience was associated with caries experience on nonthird molar teeth (P < .01). Clinical attachment level (CAL) greater than 3 mm was detected at enrollment in third molars in 68% of subjects, and in nonthird molars in 96%. With one exception, CAL greater than 3 mm in third molars was associated with CAL greater than 3 mm elsewhere in the mouth. Few subjects (17%) had clinical evidence of both caries and periodontal pathology affecting third molars. In this older population of individuals with third molars, 21% were free of periodontal pathology or caries experience. Data on the prevalence of third molar periodontal pathology and third molar caries experience in an elderly population should be useful to both clinicians and their younger patients when considering the merits of retaining or removing third molars with no evidence of pathology.